Simplified  Spelling  Board 

Circular  No.  14,  November  28, 1907 


THE  SIMPLIFICATION   OF  ENGLISH 
SPELLING^ 

I.    A   FIRST  STEP 

The  English  language  is  on  the  way,  as  many  believe,  to 
become  an  international  language.  For  this  destiny  it  is  peculi- 
arly fitted  by  its  cosmopolitan  vocabulary  and  its  grammatic  sim- 
plicity. It  is  much  easier  to  learn  than  any  highly  inflected 
language  can  be,  and  it  has  the  immense  advantage  over  any 
invented  language  that  it  is  the  organ  of  a  noble  literature  and 
of  a  civilization  already  widely  diffused  in  all  parts  of  the  earth. 
There  is,  however,  a  wide-spread  and  well-grounded  conviction, 
that  in  its  progress  our  language  is  hampered  by  one  thing— its 
intricate  and  disordered  spelling,  which  makes  it  a  puzzle  to  the 
stranger  within  our  gates  and  a  mystery  to  the  stranger  beyond 
the  seas.  English  is  easy  and  infinitly  adaptable  ;  its  spelling  is 
difficult  and  cumbersome. 

Our  intricate  and  disordered  spelling  also  places  a  direct 
burden  upon  every  nativ  user  of  English.  It  wastes  a  large  part 
of  the  time  and  effort  given  to  the  instruction  of  our  children, 
keeping  them,  for  example,  from  one  to  two  years  behind  the 
school-children  of  Germany,  and  condemning  many  of  them  to 
alleged  ' '  illiteracy '  ^  all  their  days.  Moreover,  the  printing,  type- 
writing, and  handwriting  of  the  useless  letters  which  encumber 
our  spelling,  wastes  every  year  millions  of  dollars,  and  time  and 
effort  worth  millions  more.  If,  then,  the  reasonable  and  gradual 
simplification  of  our  spelling  will  aid  the  spread  of  English,  with 
the  attendant  advancement  of  commerce,  of  democratic  ideals,  and 
of  intellectual  and  political  freedom;  will  economize  the  time  of 
our  school-children  and  make  their  work  more  efficient;  and  will  in 
other  ways  economize  both  time  and  money,  is  it  not  a  matter 
which  appeals  to  common  sense,  to  patriotism,  and  to  philanthropy? 

Some  of  those  who  would  like  to  see  our  spelling  made  simpler, 

1  A  statement  similar  to  what  follows  (in  the  first  six  paragrafs)  wa& 
publisht  in  March,  1906,  under  the  heading  of  "A  First  Step."  Statements 
similar  to  part  II,  **A  Statement  of  Principles"  (p.  3),  and  to  part  III,  ''A 
Statement  of  Facts"  (p.  6)  were  publisht  in  June,  1906,  and  March,  1907, 
respectivly.    All  have  been  widely  circulated. 
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fear  that  this  will  obscure  the  derivation  of  words;  but  all  etymolo- 
gists deny  the  statement  and  repudiate  the  argument.  Etymology 
is  history,  and  is  now  secure  in  innumerable  books.  Some  object 
to  any  change,  not  realizing  that  change— much  of  it  simplifica- 
tion—has been  almost  continuous  in  the  history  of  English  spelling. 
We  do  not  print  Shakespeare's  or  Bacon's  words  as  they  were 
written;  and  surely  no  great  catastrophe  to  English  literature  or 
to  the  literary  character  of  the  language  will  have  happened  if  our 
successors  find— as  they  certainly  will— as  great  or  greater  differ- 
ences between  their  spelling  and  that  of  the  present  day.  In 
famihar  correspondence,  and  in  the  public  prints,  many  simplified 
forms  are  now  used  which  shock  no  one's  nerves,  and  in  the  most 
emotional  poetry  forms  such  as  dropt,  stept,  prest  (Tennyson, 
Lowell,  Swinburne,  and  other  poets)  are  printed  without  attrac- 
ting attention.  In  fact,  it  is  probable  that  if  all  English  words 
were  printed  to-morrow  in  the  simpler  forms  which  they  unques- 
tionably will  bear  a  hundred  years  hence,  it  would  take  a  very 
little  while  for  us  all  to  become  accustomed  to  them. 

With  the  purpose  of  expediting  this  natural  process  of  change, 
which  has  been  going  on  for  centuries,  and,  as  far  as  may  be  pos- 
sible, of  guiding  it  in  the  direction  of  simplicity  and  economy,  an 
organization  known  as  the  Simplified  Spelling  Board  was  formed 
in  January,  1906,  including  educators,  scholars,  men  of  letters 
and  men  of  science,  all  interested  in  promoting  the  cause  of 
intellectual  liberty  and  civic  progress,  and  all  of  them  previ- 
ously interested  in  this  particular  problem.  Supplied  with  funds 
for  its  work,  chiefly  by  the  liberality  of  Mr.  Andrew  Carnegie,  the 
Board  has  planned  a  campaign  which  will  extend  over  a  number 
of  years. 

V  In  March,  1906,  the  Board  sent  forth  a  preliminary  circular 
in  which  it  askt  those  who  sympathize  with  its  aims  to  take 
a  simple  initial  step.  There  was  inclosed  a  list  of  three  hun- 
dred common  words,  of  which  different  spellings,  one  more  simple 
and  regular  than  the  others,  are  authorized  by  the  leading  dic- 
tionaries or  by  the  usage  of  eminent  men  of  letters.  An  addrest 
postal  card  was  also  inclosed.  Persons  who  approved  the  aims  of 
the  Board  were  invited  to  sign  the  card,  agreeing  to  use  the 
simpler  forms  as  far  as  might  be  practicable,  and  the  Signers 
had  their  names  placed  on  file,  to  receive  the  publications  of  the 
Board. 

The  appeal  is  now  made  to  you.  The  card  is  inclosed.  Will 
you  sign  it,  and  thereby  add  your  name  to  the  roll  of  the  advocates 
of  this  important  educational  reform  ? 
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In  the  short  period  of  prehminary  work  which  has  followed 
the  organization  of  the  Board,  the  results  have  been  beyond 
expectation.  Within  a  few  months  a  large  proportion  of  the 
leading  philologists,  educators,  scientists  and  men  of  letters  an- 
nounced their  adhesion  to  the  movement,  and  many  thousands  of 
teachers,  physicians,  lawyers,  clergymen,  and  other  professional 
men,  business  men,  firms  and  corporations,  editors  and  publishers, 
have  signed  the  agreement  to  use  the  simpler  spellings  as  far 
as  may  be  practicable.  The  number  of  these  Signers  is  increas- 
ing every  day. 

The  Simplified  Spelling  Board  is  pubHshing  a  series  of  separate 
circulars  in  which  the  principal  phases  of  the  subject  are  treated. 
These  circulars  will  be  sent  to  any  one  who  applies  for  them.  In 
this  introductory  circular  it  is  thought  advisable  to  make,  first,  a 
brief  statement  of  principles,  and,  secondly,  a  brief  statement  of 
facts.  This  is  the  more  necessary,  as  many  of  the  articles  which 
have  appeared  with  reference  to  the  movement  reveal  misunder- 
standings and  a  lack  of  information. 


II.    A  STATEMENT  OF  PRINCIPLES 

1.  The  Board  does  not  propose  any  ''radical''  or  ''revolu- 
tionary "  scheme  of  reform,  or  any  sudden  and  violent  change  of 
English  spelling.  It  does  not  intend  to  advocate  any  modification 
of  English  spelling  that  is  not  temperate  and  reasonable.  It  is 
not  in  favor  of  any  freakish  orthography  of  any  kind.  It  does 
not  desire  to  relax  the  existing  rules  and  analogies  of  English 
spelling.  It  desires  rather  to  make  them  more  certain,  to  extend 
them  and  enforce  them,  so  as  to  get  rid  of  needless  exceptions, 
and  produce  a  greater  regularity. 

2.  The  Board's  chief  aim,  in  view  of  the  spread  of  the  Eng- 
lish language  thruout  the  world,  is  to  arouse  a  wider  interest  in 
English  spelling,  and  to  call  attention  to  its  present  chaotic  con- 
dition—a condition  far  worse  than  that  existing  in  any  other 
modern  language.  The  Board  believes  that  when  the  people  who 
speak  English  are  awake  to  the  many  disadvantages  of  their  pres- 
ent spelling,  they  will  be  glad  to  help  every  effort  to  better  it, 
as  it  has  been  slowly  bettered,  by  individual  effort,  in  the  past. 

3.  The  Board  began  by  selecting  from  the  several  thousand 
words  now  spelled  in  two  or  more  ways,  three  hundred  of  the 
most  common,  and  it  is  urging  the  public  to  adopt,  at  once,  the 
simpler  of  these  two  forms,  and  thereby  establish  the  principle  of 
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simplification.  This  is  a  natural  and  easy  first  step  toward  further 
simplifications,  such  as  have  been  proposed  and  accepted  from 
time  to  time,  even  in  the  nineteenth  century  and  within  living 
memory.  Macaulay,  for  example,  spelled  phaenomenon^  and 
Parkman  engidph,  altho  almost  every  one  now  spells  phenomenon 
and  engulf.  So  esthetic  and  program  and  develop  are  now  estab- 
lisht,  and  catalog  and  altho  seem  certain  to  win  acceptance  in 
the  immediate  future. 

4.  The  Board  will,  however,  sooner  or  later  propose  further 
simplifications  of  the  same  sort.  It  will  advocate  the  casting  out  of 
certain  letters  which  are  not  sounded  now,  which  do  not  affect  the 
pronunciation  according  to  existing  analogies,  and  which  merely 
cumber  the  orthography.  This  simplification  by  omission  is  noth- 
ing new;  it  is  a  process  which  has  been  going  on  for  centuries 
and  which  has  given  us  today,  for  example,  era,  fantasy,  public, 
and  salad,  instead  of  aera,  phantasie,  publick,  and  sallad;  and,  to 
go  a  little  farther  back,  hat,  set,  dim,  sum,  fish,  true.,  civil,  fatal, 
etc. ,  instead  of  the  Elizabethan  hatte,  sette,  dimme,  summe,  fysshe, 
trewe,  ciuill,  fatall,  etc.  There  is  nothing  dangerous  in  urging 
the  acceleration  of  this  normal  process. 

5.  The  Board  does  not  propose  to  make  or  to  recommend  any 
change  in  the  spelling  of  proper  names,  especially  of  surnames. 
That  matter  is  out  of  its  chosen  province.  Geographic  names  often 
need  regulation,  but  there  are  societies  and  boards  which  take 
care  of  this. 

6.  The  Board  does  not  pretend  to  be  ''consistent''  in  the 
spelling  of  its  publications.  The  spelling  of  its  publications  is 
made  to  conform  to  the  lists  it  may  have  adopted  up  to  the  date 
of  issue.  The  spelling  will  therefore  become  progressivly  sim- 
pler, and  hence  less  inconsistent.  But  until  all  of  the  old  spelling 
is  improved,  some  of  it  will  remain  unimproved. 

7.  The  Board  can  assure  all  who  cherish  the  traditions  of 
English  literature,  that  simplifications  of  spelling  will  not  obscure 
the  meaning  or  the  origin  of  a  single  word.  In  this  statement 
all  scholars  agree,  lexicographers  and  etymologists  first  of  all. 
The  proposed  simplifications  will  not  make  it  more  difficult  for  any 
one  to  read  the  masterpieces  of  our  literature ;  and  they  will 
not  render  useless  the  books  now  in  print.  But  they  will  save  the 
time  of  all  who  write  and  the  money  of  all  who  print ;  and  they 
will  make  the  language  easier  for  our  own  children  and  for  the 
foreners  who  are  now  studying  it,  in  increasing  multitudes,  all 
over  the  world. 
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8.  The  Board  begs  leave  to  remind  those  who  may  be  fearful 
in  regard  to  the  result  of  its  recommendations,  that  spelling  is 
never  stable,  and  that  there  is  no  final  standard  of  orthography. 
Nowhere  is  there  any  authority  to  set  up  such  a  standard.  All 
that  the  accepted  dictionaries  can  do  is  to  record  the  varying 
usages.  Their  editors  have  received  no  charter  to  decide  finally 
between  conflicting  forms,  much  less  to  propose  improved  forms. 
The  Board,  on  the  other  hand,  seeks  to  change  what  is  bad,  and  to 
introduce  improvements.  It  wishes  to  establish  and  extend  good 
usage,  to  make  it  national  and  international. 

9.  The  Board  believes  that  the  arguments  against  simplifica- 
tion are  so  weak  that  the  expression  of  them  will  help  the  cause. 
It  is  confident  that  the  more  the  matter  is  considered  the  larger 
will  be  the  number  of  converts  and  the  swifter  the  advance.  Cir- 
cumstances have  prevented  many  intelligent  persons,  even  many 
men  of  letters  and  journalists,  from  coming  into  contact  with 
information  upon  the  true  nature  and  history  of  English  spelling. 

10.  The  Board  welcomes  criticism.  It  asks  only  that  the 
criticisms  shall  be  made  after,  and  not  before,  the  critic  has  read 
the  publications  of  the  Board.  It  does  not  wish  to  be  considered 
responsible  for  proposals  which  it  has  not  made,  for  views  which 
it  does  not  hold,  or  for  things  with  which  it  has  no  concern. 

11.  The  Board  recognizes  that  the  progress  of  the  cause 
depends  upon  the  continuous  spreading  of  information.  The  work 
requires  time  and  patience.  New  circulars  and  other  documents 
will  be  sent  out  at  intervals.  All  persons  interested  may  rest 
assured  that  the  work  will  go  on  steadily  until  the  main  object  is 
accomplisht. 

12.  The  Board  has  among  its  members  not  only  scholars  and 
educators,  not  only  men  of  letters  and  men  of  affairs,  but  also 
specialists  in  linguistic  science,  including  the  editors  of  the  leading 
English  dictionaries— British  and  American.  Perhaps,  therefore, 
it  has  a  right  to  be  credited  with  some  knowledge  of  the  English 
language,  of  the  history  of  English  orthography,  and  of  the  diffi- 
culties to  be  overcome  in  the  endeavor  to  simplify  it.  But  the 
Board  makes  no  claim  to  ''authority";  and  its  proposals  must 
stand  on  their  own  merits,  each  for  itself. 

13.  The  Board,  as  an  independent  body  of  men  who  have  at 
heart  only  the  interests  of  civilization,  makes  its  appeal  to  the 
reason  of  mankind.  It  accepts  the  responsibility  for  its  recom- 
mendations, present  and  future,  because  it  knows  that  if  there 
is  to  be  progress,  the  initiativ  must  be  taken  by  somebody.  The 
simplification  of  spelling  is  no  unconscious  process,  inevitable  with- 
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out  human  effort.  Without  human  effort,  it  would  at  once  cease. 
Every  one  of  the  simpHfications  now  accepted  by  all  of  us  was 
once  the  overt  act  of  a  single  individual,  who  was  followed  at  first 
only  by  a  small  minority.  If  there  is  to  be  improvement  in  the 
future  as  there  has  been  in  the  past,  somebody  must  be  willing 
to  point  the  way,  somebody  must  set  the  example,  somebody 
must  venture  to  propose  the  next  step  in  advance. 

14.  The  Board  will  welcome  the  cooperation  of  any  individual 
or  of  any  organization  who  may  wish  to  aid  in  the  good  work. 
Difference  of  opinion  will  help  rather  than  hinder.  The  more  the 
subject  is  discust,  the  clearer  the  way  will  become,  and  the  readier 
the  public  will  be  to  take  the  next  step  in  advance.  The  Board 
will  receive  with  pleasure  all  suggestions  that  may  be  sent  to  it ; 
and  it  will  forward  any  of  its  documents,  free  of  charge,  to  all 
who  will  ask. 

III.    A  STATEMENT  OF  FACTS 

1.  Eighteen  thousand  persons  have  signed  the  agreement  or 
adhesion  card  and  have  agreed  to  use  all  or  some  of  the  three  hun- 
dred simplified  spellings  in  their  letters.  The  whole  three  hundred 
are  now  used  in  the  correspondence  of  President  Roosevelt,  and 
of  many  officials  in  the  executiv  departments  of  the  American 
government. 

2.  Nearly  three  hundred  newspapers  and  magazines  are 
using  most  or  all  of  the  new  forms  in  their  colums. 

3.  Two  thousand  firms  and  business  houses  are  employing 
the  simplified  spellings  in  their  conimercial  correspondence  or 
advertising.  In  this  way,  hundreds  of  thousands  of  pamflets  and 
advertisements  in  the  new  form  have  been  circulated. 

4.  Three  thousand  members  of  the  faculties  of  American 
colleges  and  universities  have  formally  signed  the  agreement  and 
are  giving  the  movement  their  cordial  support. 

5.  Many  thousand  other  teachers  have  signed  the  agreement, 
and  unnumbered  thousands  more  are  adherents  of  the  movement. 

6.  The  school  systems  of  many  cities  and  towns  permit  the 
teaching  of  the  new  forms  in  their  class-rooms.  Several  spelling- 
books  have  appeared  with  the  new  forms  included  on  equal  terms 
with  the  old,  or  specially  treated  in  the  appendix. 

7.  The  Board  of  Superintendents  of  New  York  City  in  1906 
unanimously  recommended  the  use  of  the  three  hundred  words  in 
New  York  City  schools. 

8.  Normal  schools  in  Colorado,  Illinois,  Iowa,  Minnesota, 
Pennsylvania,  Wisconsin  and  other  states  have  adopted  the  new 
forms,  and  professors  and  students  alike  use  them  habitually. 
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9.  The  State  Teachers'  Associations  of  Illinois,  Iowa,  Minne- 
sota and  Wisconsin  have  recently  again  approved  simplified  spell- 
ing. Some  have  annual  and  some  have  permanent  committees  to 
promote  the  idea.  Business  schools  and  shorthand  schools  are 
taking  up  the  practise,  and  some  of  their  State  and  national 
conventions  have  committees  at  work.  Students  in  universities 
and  colleges,  and  in  normal  and  technical  schools,  are  adopting 
the  principle  and  the  practise,  and  many  are  now  working  to 
spread  information  and  to  increase  the  number  of  adherents. 

10.  The  Modern  Language  Association  at  its  annual  meeting 
at  New  Haven,  in  December,  1906,  voted  to  use  the  three  hundred 
shorter  forms  in  its  publications. 

11.  The  National  Educational  Association  adopted  in  1898  the 
simplified  spellings  known  as  the  Twelve  Words  {catalog,  prolog, 
demagog,  pedagog,  program,  tho,  altho,  thoro,  thorofare,  thoroly, 
thru,  thruout) ,  and  has  used  them  in  its  publications  ever  since. 
At  its  meeting  in  July,  1907,  at  Los  Angeles,  the  Association  past, 
in  open  convention,  by  an  overwhelming  majority,  a  resolution 
reaffirming  its  approval  of  simplified  spelling,  endorsing  the  prin- 
ciples and  efforts  of  the  Simplified  Spelling  Board,  and  directing 
the  use  of  the  whole  three  hundred  words  in  the  publications 
of  the  Association. 

12.  The  editors  of  the  six  great  dictionaries  of  the  English 
language— Webster's  International  Dictionary,  the  Century,  the 
Standard,  the  Oxford  Dictionary,  the  English  Dialect  Dictionary 
and  Skeat's  Etymological  Dictionary— have  approved  the  move- 
ment, and  are  now  members  of  the  Simplified  Spelling  Board. 

13.  The  British  names  now  included  in  the  membership  of 
the  Simplified  Spelling  Board  testify  to  the  widespread  interest 
which  has  been  taken  in  the  movement  in  Great  Britain,  and  to 
the  sympathy  of  the  foremost  scholars,  and  gives  promise  of  the 
desired  international  cooperation.  The  British  Ambassador  to  the 
United  States,  Mr.  James  Bryce,  has  exprest  his  approval. 

14.  The  most  important  accomplishment  thus  far,  however,  is 
that  the  discussion  of  simplified  spelling  by  nearly  every  journal 
printed  in  English,  and  by  innumerable  publications  in  other 
languages,  has  stimulated  hundreds  of  thousands  of  persons  to 
give  serious  attention  to  the  spelling  and  the  history  of  the  Eng- 
lish language.  Even  if  no  other  result  had  been  obtained,  this 
in  itself  is  well  worth  all  the  effort  which  has  been  made. 

15.  Every  one  who  has  been  led  to  think  about  the  language 
he  uses,  must  have  become  convinced  pf  one  thing— that  English 
spelling  has  always  been  undergoing  changes  which  make  for 
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simplification,  and  that  the  continuation  of  this  process  is  natural 
and  reasonable.  Until  this  truth— that  English  is  not  and  never 
has  been  a  fixt  language— is  accepted,  little  can  be  done  to 
overcome  the  prejudice  of  those  who  regard  any  change  even  in 
English  spelling  as  an  irreverent  and  violent  attack  on  something 
which  has  existed  unchanged  for  ever.  With  wider  knowledge  of 
the  fact  that  English  spelling  has  undergone  constant  modifica- 
tion, the  idea  of  further  scientific  simplification  must  appeal  to 
every  one  as  being  in  accordance  with  the  genius  of  the  language. 

THE  SIMPLIFIED  SPELLING  BOARD 

1  Madison  avenue,  New  York 
November  28,  1907 


A  list  of  the  members  of  the  Simplified  Spelling  Board, 
and  of  the  publications  of  the  Board,  is  printed  in  a  separate 
circular,  which  may  be  had  free  upon  request,  together  with  any 
other  circulars  desired.  A  blank  card  of  agreement  to  use  simpli- 
fied spellings  as  far  as  may  be  practicable,  is  sent  to  all  inquirers. 
Persons  who  sign  the  card  have  their  names  placed  upon  the 
official  roll  of  adherents,  and  will  receive  subsequent  publications. 
Additional  circulars  and  cards  will  be  sent  to  any  one  who  wishes 
to  promote  the  cause  by  personal  effort.  Address  the  Simplified 
Spelling  Board,  1  Madison  avenue,  New  York,  N.  Y. 


